On a humid afternoon in July we collected in a university room for a slide presentation on GDR art. The speaker, a professor of art history at the university, talked about the relationship between art and society. He explained the theoretical development of GDR art, which, he conceded, was centralized as well as subsidized. He talked about eventual diversity, of theme and style, to be found in contemporary artists (attested to, incidentally, by this particular exhibit), responsibility. He neatly rehearsed the history of artfrom the dogmatism of the 40s and 50s with its socialist realist glorifications of the New Man, the stress on the collective over the individual, the visionary industrial landscape; to the sixties and the "second generation" influenced by the work of Otto Dix. He talked about the Bitterfelder Weg, the impulse to encourage workers to write about their working life, which produced such cliches as the "boy wants tractor-boy gets tractor" genre, but poets as acute and articulate as Wolfgang Hilbig. With equal measures of alacrity and sincerity, this man spoke of the contrast between abstract, elitist, commercial art in the Bundesrepublik vs. the ideologically motivated products of socialist realism, which were close to the experience of the people, the reality of the workers. For him, the term "ideological" had no pejorative connotations.
He came to the plurality of the sixties and seventies, the citational tendencies in both art and literature: the reexamination of the individual, so-called "new subjectivity," and the use of allegory and myth for social and political commentary, usually of a critical nature. He talked about renaissance iconography, mannerism, surrealist tendencies, the introduction of religious themes, and his comments were full not of dismissive remarks about bourgeois art, but of praise for art that is aware of its context. He talked on about the rehabilitation of Romanticism, once rejected for its dark side and obsessive and rampant subjectivity; and of Expressionism. He finally insisted that there was something called the dialectical relationship between the artist and the audience.
We sat in the dark and asked questions. After seeing 75 slides of industrial landscapes, workers at work and at rest, lunar landscapes that were called "Vietnam after America," I asked about a kind of art conspicuously absent. Cezanne, the artist whose works I think of as a synonym for the word "beauty," came to mind. What about Cezanne? What did he think about Cezanne? The professor said: "It's not that art can't be beautiful, but it has to mean something. It has to have social relevance. Without it, art has no meaning." I had my answer.
Years later, I heard a friend from the independent peace movement say nearly the same thing, about the names we know, about the work of Heiner Müller, even Christa Wolf. "I don't know. I guess it's good, but it has no meaning. They don't take any risks or speak for anyone but themselves. I guess it's good, but it's not political." Something had happened: art was losing, it seemed, its audience by no longer speaking for or to contemporary issues. Art of a certain kind was becoming irrelevant because it didn't look like life.
The question of realism, not only socialist realism, exerts a certain kind of pressure on the discourse about art and culture in general in the GDR. Perhaps because there is-or, up until very recently, has been-a close relationship between theory and praxis, between the artist and the audience, a relationship defined as everything from "dialectical" to "didactic." The essential questions persist: how does art produce meaning? what is the nature of the subject-object relationship? what is the relationship between the means of production and the production of meaning?
[...jDuring the 1980s, the relationship between the artist and the audience began to change. With the growth of the independent peace movement, the heightening of an ecological consciousness, and the coming of age of a generation "born into" socialism came a growing dissatisfaction with the established culture, which, to be fair, underwent significant changes and tolerated a greater level of political, if encoded, criticism. Younger poets in greater numbers published in the West; samizdat newspapers were founded in East Berlin, and eventually, in Dresden and Leipzig. Two independent theater groups were founded in the 80s-one, Zinnober, which began as a puppet theater and has expanded its repertory to include performance art pieces, still operates from a storefront in Prenzlauer Berg. The group aims at crossing thresholds, literally and figuratively; they have no director, they improvise, and call themselves political "conscientious objectors. " At one point, the Akademie der Künste intervened on behalf of the group. It was allowed, thanks to the Akademie, to perform in the West.
A sculptor, who lived for several years under house arrest, made a political statement in his choice of material. With "vitalien," hay. pieces of driftwood, scraps of metal found around his family farm, he created "biodegradable" art and called it Vom Midi Zuriick-back from the trash. Engineers by day turned into performance artists at night for surreal, dadaist evenings of text and music. Poets read in crowded cafes while photographers with their own eyes toward realism took pictures of the rock riots, urban decay, the first dead tree on the Boulevard Unter den Linden. And they expected the established representatives of GDR culture to take risks, to speak to their causes and engage them in discourse. Instead, they spoke for themselves.
The common denominator in the performance art and the selfcirculating literature of the 80s is not. as one might expect, an attack, an attempt to change an overarching and (seemingly) insurmountable power structure, but to change the individual. Over and over I read the lines "to live 'as if" or "to teach myself not to be afraid." Art. to speak with Panofsky. functions as document. If canonized, it remains, or travels. Someone takes care of it. As witnesses, as observers, we. too, are curators of a culture we are just beginning to discover. What is exciting about the past, the diversity, the courage visible in this exhibit, can only be rejuvenated by the new possibilities of dialogue between official culture in the GDR and the emergence of the alternative arts. 
